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County Agent’s Notes:

May 1, 2000

There’s more to mowing than the mower, or, how to cut grass.
By: Dr. Ernie Flint, Area Agent/Agriculture
Before I get into the subject, I want to mention something you may have already heard.
Ms. Toni Beatty, who has been a member of the Extension Service staff here in Attala County
since last July, has decided to leave us to begin a graduate study program at Mississippi State
University. Ms. Beatty’s work here has been primarily in the area of 4-H, and she played a key
role in reorganizing the 4-H Livestock program. She has also been responsible for setting up 4H programs in wildlife, shooting sports, and other subject areas. I sincerely regret to see Toni
leave the staff, but I applaud her decision to pursue an advanced degree. I know you will join me
in wishing her the best of success in the future.
Good mowing practices are critical to the quality of a lawn regardless of the type of grass
you have, how you fertilize, or how much water the lawn receives. Mowing your grass too short
can cause it to become thin, and it can lead to shallow rooting depth. Continued close cutting
can also cause weed problems and may lead to the invasion of undesirable grasses. Mowing too
high may also produce undesirable results, also including the invasion of undesirable species and
the development of disease and insect problems.
When grass is mowed too closely and too frequently, much of the photosynthetic area of
the plant is removed, and plants simply cannot manufacture enough food to produce new tissue.
Mowing too frequently denies the grass an opportunity to store food reserves in the roots; then

when stress periods come, as they usually do, the grass may actually die because there are no
food reserves to fall back on.
As food reserves are depleted, not only does grass fail to grow the above-ground portion
of the plants, but plants also fail to produce the extensive roots required to extract water and
nutrients from the soil. Grass then loses the ability to take care of itself since it has been
deprived of the nutrients and water needed for maintenance. The turf may look good when it is
cut frequently, but as plants are stressed more and more, problems will start; things like weed
invasion, discoloration, and the development of diseased areas may be noticed. Some insects are
actually attracted to plants that are stressed.
Mowing heights must be suited to the grass you have. Fine-textured grasses like
bermuda and zoysia can tolerate fairly close cutting heights of one half to one and one half inch,
but broad-leaved species like St. Augustine should be mowed at two to two and one half inches.
Cutting height should not be changed abruptly since grasses get used to a certain height and will
be damaged if a sudden change is made. When a change is made it should be done gradually and
in stages to avoid “shocking” the plants.
A good rule of thumb on frequency of mowing for the average homeowner is that you
should “never remove more grass than you leave”. However, if you want the “intensive care”
look you should use the rule “never remove more than one half inch of leaf tip at one clipping”.
When you remove too much you will get the “scalped” look which shocks the plants, reduces
plant vigor, and may even cause loss of stand. In shaded areas, special care should be taken to
avoid mowing too much. These areas need more leaf surface to stay alive; the lesser amount of
light dictates that you leave the plants with more leaves to manufacture food.

Another common question is whether to remove clippings. I recommend moderate
fertilization that produces less growth; when this is done the amount of clippings will be low
enough to allow them to decompose and recycle nutrients, however if you want the “clean and
green” look you may want to remove clippings. Just remember that when you haul off your
clippings, you will have to replace nutrients in the form of fertilizer, and when you fertilize you
also cause the pH to drop and you will need lime. The more you do, the more you will have to
do, and the more it will cost in time and money.
There are two basic types of mowers for turfgrass; reel and rotary. Rotary mowers are
the thing for lawns because they offer so much more flexibility, and are easily maintained. They
can be dangerous, but when used properly they are fine. The most important thing is to keep the
blade sharp. A dull blade will mess up even the best mowing program because it tears the grass
rather than cutting it. Shredded grass looks bad for several days after cutting, and can lead to
some of the same problems as cutting too close.
I know that for many of you mowing gets done when you have the time. If this fits you, I
suggest you fertilize sparingly and apply lime according to a soil test; control weeds with spot
treatments of herbicides that have no long-term effects, like Roundup, 2,4-D, etc. Don’t ever
scalp your grass even if you have to raise the blade and just make it look neat the first time and
then cut a little closer the next time. Grass is only as resilient as you allow it to be; if you give it
a chance it will look good and it will give you very few problems.

